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INTRODUCTION 
FURTHER SURVEYS OF 
PUBLIC OPINION ON SOME 
DENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS 
Dental health education can be defined as the sum total of all experiences 
which favourably influence habits, attitudes and knowledge relating to individual 
and community dental health (Wisan, 1955). For many years, the dental profes­
sion has tried to improve the dental health of the lay public. Pamphlets, strip films, 
lectures, theatre slides, movie films have all been employed in presenting information. 
Yet, today, it is doubtful that these efforts have produced any measurable effect on 
the dental health of a nation. If national success is to be measured either by a 
reduction in dental caries or by an increased demand for dental treatment, then past 
efforts have been a failure (Samson, Bingay, Capon, Leatherman & Slack, 1956). On 
the other hand, success with individual patients will have been obtained by most 
dentists. 
Has this failure been due to uninspired publications, or to not competing with 
contemporary publicity? (Samson et al., 1956). Has it been due to not recognising 
existing attitudes and "stro:rgly entrenched beliefs"? (Harris, 1956}. All of these 
I1lay have contributed. 
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At least three steps should be followed in preparing and disseminating publi­
cations on health education: 
(1) The prevailing knowledge and attitude of a community should be 
assessed, so that the most effective techniques can be selected for educat­
ing that group (Wisan & Gruebbel, 1949). 
(2) All material should be pre-tested before it is produced in bulk and dis­
tributed (Knutson, 1953; Ford & Hartman, 1954). 
(3) The effectiveness of the education programme should be assessed. In 
the long run, success can be judged by desirable changes in actual habits. 
Nevertheless, "knowledge, as reflected in the ability to give a correct 
answer, is a necessary first step in effective health education'· (Ford & 
Hartman, 1954). 
In 1956, a survey of a sample of Brisbane's adult population was conducted to 
assess their attitudes to, and their knowledge about, dentistry (Kruger & Simmonds, 
1957). Because of the interest of a number of dentists in other towns, it was 
decided to extend the survey to assess the knowledge of residents in different parts of 
Queensland. 
Materials and Method 
Three towns were chosen: Cloncurry, Murgon and Sarina. At the time of 
the survey, these three were of similar size, the electoral roll totals being 2,217, 
2,220 and 2,410 respectively. Furthermore, they were in widely-distant parts of 
Queensland, and differed in their degree of isolation. 
Cloncurry in the north-west is in the centre of a large grazing and mining area; 
Sarina on the mid-north coast-line is a rich sugar producing area; Murgon in the 
south-east comer of the State is a rich dairy-farming district, and is close to Brisbane. 
It was decided to use the same questionnaire as that used in the previous 
survey (Kruger & Simmonds, 1957); the results in the present survey could then be 
compared with the results obtained in Brisbane. This questionnaire is reproduced 
in Figure l. 
Using tables of random numbers (Fisher & Yates, 1953), 100 names were 
selected from the electoral rolls for each of the three towns. Each of these people 
was sent a copy of the questionnaire, a return stamped and addressed envelope, and 
a covering letter. This letter explained the purpose of the survey and the import­
ance of a total response. It also requested their individual co-operation. These were 
posted on 25th March, 1958. 
All questionnaires were numbered with the corresponding electoral roll number. 
By May, 1958, returns had ceased, and a second letter was prepared to follow up the 
non-responders in the three towns. This second approach was made on 25th June, 
1958. 
By the end of August, the total response from Cloncurry (after two approaches) 
was still only 44 per cent; the totals for Murgon and Sarina were 69 and 68 per cent 
respectively. 
A third approach was made on 26th September, 1958, once again enclosing a 
new copy of the questionnaire, and another return stamped and addressed envelope. 
By the end of 1958, the response from Cloncurry had reached only 57 per 
cent; from Murgon 82 per cent; and from Sarina 81 per cent . 
· 
A fourth, more appealing letter was posted on 27th February, 1959. 
It was appreciated that many people could regard questionnaires of this type 
as a nuisance, encroaching on their leisure time . There might also be some who were 
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antagonistic to questionnaires, or antagonistic to dentists, or to dentistry. There 
would be others who were indifferent to the survey and who did not appreciate the 
importance of a total response. In this fourth letter, each non-responder was asked 
to return the blank questionnaire, if he did not wish to answer the questions. (A 
stamped, addressed envelope was enclosed.) The number* of people who returned 
blank questionnaires is shown in Table l. 
TABLE 1 
DEAD LETTER OFFICE RETURNS AND RETURNS OF BLANK QUESTIONNAIRES 
Number of Returns Number of Returns 
Electoral District �-Cloncurry Approach First 
Second 
Third 
Fourth 
Fifth 
Sixth 
from Dead Letter Office of Blank Questionnaires 
2 
3 
Murgon 
I
Sarina 
First 
Second 
Third 
Fourth 
Fifth 
First 
Second 
Third 
Fourth 
-- ----------"------
3 
1 
3 
1 
2 
1 
3 
2 
The final response after the fourth approach was: for Cloncurry, 69 per cent; 
for Murgon, 87 per cent; and for Sarina, 85 per cent. 
These results are shown in Table 2. The response from Cloncurry was partic­
ularly poor; almost one-third of the sample still had not responded after four 
approaches. The responses from Sarina and Murgon were much better: for each of 
these two areas, only about one-seventh of the original sample failed to reply. 
It was decided to make a further approach to a randomly selected sample of 
the non-responders, in order to see if these persistent non-responders differed widely 
from the responders in their answers to the questions. 
A sample of sixteen was chosen from the thirty-one non-responders in Cion­
curry; five were chosen from the thirteen at Murgon, and five from the fifteen at 
Sarina. There seemed to be little hope of success with further letters of appeal, but 
it was felt that some success might be obtained with a personal interview by a local 
resident. 
In a personal approach, the purpose of the survey could be explained more 
clearly, the reasons for seeking a total response also could be explained, and if neces­
sary, the interviewer could supply a pencil and another blank form. 
Resident dentists were asked to act as local interviewers. This request was 
not made easily, because it was realized that apart from inconvenience and possible 
*The blank questionnaires returned from Cloncurry carried the following comments: 
(1) "Went to dentist at 18 yrs., and he ruined my teeth. Now I can wear top plate only." 
(2) "In the interests of time-saving and allied economies, it is suggested that your 
questionnaire be addressed to some other person as this addressee is an illiterate 
stockman, who just manages to sign his name, just that and no more. In any case, 
he could tell you more about a horse's teeth." 
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embarrassment, interviewing would involve some con8iderable loss of time by the 
dentist. It was possible, too, that offensive resentment might be shown to the inter­
viewer because of this persistent follow-up. 
A dentist in Murgon and another in Cloncurry expressed their willingness to 
help, but a local contact was not available in Sarina. 
The dentist at Murgon was able to contact those selected from the non­
responders, and the five people completed questionnaires. 
In Cloncurry, the dentist initially contacted six of the sixteen; five of these 
were willing to fill in questionnaires, but the sixth was not willing. 
Making personal contact in Cloncurry had additional difficulties. The elect­
oral roll area was widespread, and there was a moving population employed in the 
mining industry. It would seem too, that many temporary residents on the elect­
oral roll do not always leave forwarding addresses. Previous questionnaires may 
have been accepted at an address, even though the addressee (from the electoral 
roll) no longer lived there. 
The dentist in Cloncurry was asked if he would be prepared to make one final 
effort to approach four people. These four were selected from those ten whom he 
had not contacted in the fifth approach. His interest and co-operation were praise­
worthy. All four addresses were visited. Three addressees completed question­
naires. However, the fourth no longer lived at the address in the electoral roll, and 
had not left a forwarding address. This entry was listed with the Dead Letter 
Office Returns. 
Results 
Table 3 shows the distribution of answers for each approach in Cloncurry. It 
can be seen that the same answers tended to be favoured in all six responses. Even 
persistent non-responders, when finally encouraged to answer at a sixth approach, 
seemed to hold similar opinions to those who co-operated at the first approach. 
Tables 4 and 5 summarize this data for Murgon and Sarina respectively. In 
the responses to the first four approaches in Murgon, "yes" was favoured as an answer 
to Question 4. However, of the ftve persistent non-responders, who replied at a 
fifth approach, four answered "no"' to this question. This most probably is due to 
sampling fluctuations, and may not reflect a significant difference of opinion held by 
persistent non-responders. 
In answer to Question [) from Murgon, there was a variation in the order of 
preference by the responders to the first approach. In this approach, the second 
highest scoring answer was "first thing in the morning," whereas in all other re­
sponses for Murgon (and in all approaches for the other two towns) this second posi­
tion was taken by "night and morning'�-See Table 4. 
In Table 5, it will be seen that a variation in preference for answers to Ques­
tion 2 occurred in the responses to the second and third approach to Sarina residents 
with one another and with the other responses. It is unlikely that these reflect a 
significant difference of opinion. 
It seems reasonable to conclude from Tables 3, 4 and 5 that the distribution 
of answers is fairly uniform throughout all approaches for each of the three areas. 
Within any one area, amongst the very co-operative, the tardy or the persistent non­
responders, there are no apparent significant differences of opinion or knowledge about 
the topics of the questionnaire. It was decided to use 95 per cent confidence limits, 
in relating the results from each sample to the total adult population of the town. 
Because the answers were uniform in distribution, the first four responses were 
pooled. A standard error was calculated for the total of these four. A standard 
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error was calculated for the fifth response, and also for the sixth response. The 
answer scores from the fifth and sixth responses were multiplied by appropriate 
numberst and added to the corresponding totals of the first four responses. An 
estimate of the true opinion of the total population (95 per cent confidence limits) 
was calculated from: 
Sample score·± 1.96 X S.E.(sum) 
So that the responses for the three towns could be compared with one another, 
separate tables have been used for each question. See Tables 6 to lO inclusive. 
TABLE 6 
COMPARISON OF ANSWERS TO QUESTION "Do You THINK ARTIFICIAL TEETH ARE" 
PERCENTAGE* 
ANSWER 
Cloncurry Murgon Sarina 
Better than your own natural teeth ? 0-13 
Just as good as your own natural teeth ? 0-'- 5 5-17 
Not as good as your own natural teeth ? 
*95 per cent confidence limits. 
From Table 6, it will be seen that more than: 70 per cent of the residents of 
Murgon and Sarina can be expected to say that artificial teeth are not as good as 
natural teeth. It can also be expected that this will be said by the majority of 
Cloncurry residents, although this majority may not represent as large a percentage 
of the population as could be expected in Sarina and Murgon. 
In answering the question, "Which do you think is the most effective way of 
controlling tooth decay?" opinion was divided mainly between "going to the dentist 
every six months" or "cleaning your teeth." This was held by the responders i.n all 
three towns. Less than one-quarter of the residents of Cloncurry, Murgon or Sarina 
can be expected to believe that "reducing the amount of sugary-starchy food" is 
more effective than cleaning teeth or visiting a dentist regularly. Even less· will be 
their confidence or appreciation of the effectiveness of fluoridation. Less than one­
sixth of the adults in Sarina and Murgon, and a very small fraction of the residents 
of Cloncurry, can be expected to favour fluoridation as an effective way to control 
dental decay. See Table 7. 
"Advice by a dentist" was claimed by the majority of responders in all three 
towns to be responsible for their attitude to the care of the teeth. This is shown in 
Table 8. 
Some confusion seemed to be caused by the question "As a result of preg­
nancy, is a mother more likely to develop cavities in her teeth?" Many "informal" 
answers were listed for this question. Many left the question unanswered, some 
adding "no opinion." Table 9 shows the answers for the three towns. Because of 
the large "informal" group, it is difficult to predict what the adults in each town 
believe about this question. The majority of the responders, who checked an answer, 
favoured "yes." 
At least 50 per cent of the adults in the three towns can be expected to know 
that teeth should be cleaned after each meal. The remainder will :mostly favour 
cleaning "night and morning." These data are listed in Table 10. 
tFor example, the scores from the fifth response in Murgon were multiplied by 2.6. These 
scores came from a sample of five out of the thirteen non-responders from the original sample. 
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TABLE 7 
COMPARISON OF ANSWERS TO QUESTION "WHICH Do You THINK IS THE MoST EFFECTIVE 'NAY 
OF CoNTROLLING TooTH DECAY?" 
PERCENTAGE* 
ANSWER 
'--
�dding fiuorid{
l_
to the water 
I 
I 
Reducing the amount of sugary-starchy food 
Cloncurry 
0- 6 
-i 4-14 I 
Murgon 
2-12 
- 8-22 
Sarina - 1 
3-14- 1 10--25 
Going to the dentist every six months 24-44 16-34 20-38 
-I 15-34 29-51 
j 0- 5 
Cleaning your teeth 28-47 -I _I_ L 0- 9 Drinking plenty of milk 
Other 0- 7 0- 3 
l J *95 per cent confidence limits. 
TABLE 8 
COMPARISON OF ANSWERS TO QUESTION "WHAT HAS BEEN THE GREATEST INFLUENCE ON YoUR 
ATTITUDE TO THE CARE OF THE TEETH ? '' 
I ANSWER 
1--N� per articles 
Radio talks 
--�- --;ERCENTAGE* 
Clo�ur�; JMurgon II Sarina 
_ ·_·_1----o=:iO- -�  4-16 -- 1-1o_ 
Discussion with friends I 
- · o- 3 o� 7 
0- 6 0- 5 
I
-2-12- -1 
1 
_
A
_
d
_
v
-
ic
-
e
-
by
-
a dentist -��- 48-6_9 --� 53-71 64-82 1-- - - - 3-15 -l--s-22- 1· -3.:..14 Other . . _ �-- ___ _ _ ! __ _ _ _ I _ .. 
*95 per cent confidence limits. 
TABLE 9 
CoMPARISON OF ANSWERS TO QuESTION "As A RESULT OF PREGNANCY IS A MOTHER MORE LIKELY . . 
TO
�
DEVELOP CAVITIES IN HER TEETH?" 
I 
1-------
j---
I 
Yes 
No 
... .-
ANSWER 
--. .. .
--. . . . 
- . ...
*95 per cent confidence limits. 
.. . . . .. .
Cloncurry 
39-61 
8-22t 
tlarger range of informal answers from Cloncurry. 
PERCENTAGE* I 
I Murgon Sarina I 
44-64 50-70 
-
24-43 24-43 
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TABLE 10 
COMPARISON OF ANSWERS TO QUESTION "WHEN SHOULD You CLEAN YOUR TEETH?" 
ANSWER 
After each meal 
Just before 
going 
to bed 
First thing in the morning 
Morning and night 
Other time 
*95 per cent confidence limits. 
I 
I 
I I 
Cloncurry I 
41-63 
1-12 
0- 3 
8-24 - -----
0- 3 
--
- I --
-
PERCENTAGE* 
Murgon I Sarina 
49-70 52-71 
0- 8 2-12 
6-18 0-7 
6-21 17-35 ---·- ---
-
-I ----- --
··-
Discussion 
A most interesting distribution of answers was obtained with the question: 
"Which do you think is the most effective way of controlling tooth decay?" During 
the past ten years in Queensland, pamphlets, newspaper articles and radio talks 
have pointed to the importance of "adding fluoride to the water" and of "reducing 
the amount of sugary-starchy food." In the questionnaire these two answers 
headed the list of possible answers to the question. Consequently they were placed 
in a more advantageous position to be checked by those responders who answered 
the questionnaire quickly or indifferently. 
As Table 7 shows, very few checked either of these two answers. In fact, 
these two were passed in preference for the third and fourth answers: "going to the 
dentist every six months" and "cleaning your teeth." 
Because the questionnaire came from the Department of Dentistry, it is 
possible that an attitude of wishing to please influenced some to check "going to the 
dentist every six months." 
However, it is more likely that contemporary advertising has been mainly 
responsible. For every direct article on dental health, there have been num-;rous 
toothpaste advertisements. Almost every one of these advertisements has stressed 
the importance of reducing decay by cleaning teeth (with, of course, some particular 
brand of toothpaste). Furthermore, almost every one of these advertisemZ!nts 
would have recommended that the dentist be visited every six months. 
Not only is the influence of the occasional article or pamphlet diluted by the 
plethora of newspaper advertisements but its message must be almost corr.pletely 
lost by all of the remaining advertising media, for example, the attractive toothpaste 
advertisements in chemists' shops, supermarkets, etc. The results were similar for 
the three towns studied in this present investigation. It was not an unexpected 
result; a similar distribution of answers had been obtained in the Brisbane survey 
(Kruger & Simmonds, 1957). In America, too, Ryan (1959) has reported that in a 
journalist's survey of scier.ce information received by the American public, "fluori­
dation of drinking water was less well known than polio-vaccine. A quarter of the 
sample (26 per cent) had neverheard of it." 
"Advice by a dentist" was the most favoured answer to "What has been the 
greatest influence on your attitude to the care of the teeth?" This response was 
favoured in Cloncurry, Murgon and Sarina. A similar result had been obtained in 
Brisbane (Kruger & Simmonds, 1957). In the United States, Wisan and Gruebbel 
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(1949) studied the dental habits of 2,500 families and found that nearly 90 per cent 
of the responders claimed that they obtained dental information from dentists. 
It is recognised that a questionnaire from a Department of Dentistry tends 
to solicit the answer that a dentist has been the greatest influence on the attitude to 
the care of the teeth. On the other hand, is it reasonable to expect that people are 
most likely to accept information about a particular subject when it is given by a 
person specifically trained in that subject? 
Many writers have pointed to the leading role that the general dental prac­
titioner may play in educating his patients and, perhaps, in improving dental habits 
(for example, Nyswander, 1949; Sandler, 1957; Uprichard, 1957). 
Unfortunately, it is doubtful if even one-third of the population seeks regular 
dental care. The percentage for the United States is 34 per cent (Pelton & Wisan, 
1955) and for Norway less than 25 per cent (Toverud, 1951). 
Nevertheless it is most likely that those who seek regular dental care would 
be receptive to information on the care of the teeth. It may well be worthwhile 
concentrating on the dentist as a source of educating the public to better dental 
knowledge and ultimately to better dental habits. 
"Is a mother more likely to develop cavities in her teeth as a result of preg­
nancy?" caused confusion. Of those who checked an answer, the majority favoured 
"yes." However, it is difficult to relate this to the whole populations from which the 
samples were selected. Studies in this problem have concluded that pregnancy, per 
se, will not cause dental caries (Robinson, 1948; Paul, 1955-56). However, during 
pregnancy there may prevail a number of other factors which could contribute to a 
loss of enamel and also contribute to the production of dental caries: regurgitation 
of food during "morning sickness," more frequent eating of sweet retentive snacks 
(sweet biscuits) and various medicines, for example, iron tonics (James & Parfitt, 
1953). 
Most people knew that teeth should be cleaned after each meal. What is 
actually practised as a habit, of course, is not known. If "knowledge, as reflected in 
the ability to give a correct answer, is a necessary first step in effective health educa­
tion" (Ford & Hartman, 1954), then education about when to clean teeth has been 
successful. Some credit for this can be claimed by the committees and councils respon­
sible for the preparation and dissemination of dental health education material. 
However, at least as much credit can be claimed by the toothpaste manufacturers, 
for most of their advertisements advise that teeth be cleaned after each meal. 
From the answers to this questionnaire distributed in four separate areas of 
Queensland, it would seem that on some subjects the public has absorbed very little 
information from the pamphlets, newspaper articles, radio talks, etc. on dental health 
education. Where there is evidence that information has been absorbed, credit must 
be shared with at least one other source, namely, toothpaste advertisem:::nts. 
Dental health educationists may be able to continue with the existing methods 
for individual patients, but it would seem that a new appraisal is needed if any 
noticeable improvement is to be achieved on a community or national level. Per­
haps there is the need to "think in terms of contemporary publicity" (Samson et al., 
1956). Perhaps, as suggested by Knox (1960), there may be merit in soliciting the 
help of the toothpaste manufacturers in all aspects of dental health education. 
Summary 
A questionnaire was distributed in three separate areas of Queensland. 
The results of this survey are reported and discussed. If dental health educa . 
tion is to have any effect on the "tooth consciousness" of a community or nation, 
then it would seem necessary to reappraise existing methods. 
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